
   
   

 
 

 County of Santa Cruz Board of Supervisors 
 Agenda Item Submittal 
 From: DPW: Recycling 

(831) 454-2160 

 Subject: Approve Pollution Prevention Ordinance 
Meeting Date: November 5, 2019 

 
Recommended Actions 

1) Approve in concept an ordinance to add a charge on single-use disposable cups 
at businesses in the unincorporated County; 
 

2) Accept proposed Notice of Exemption from the California Environmental Quality 
Act (CEQA);   

 
3) Schedule the ordinance for final adoption on November 19, 2019; and 

 
4) Direct Public Works to conduct outreach and education to local businesses. 

 

Executive Summary 
In order to help reduce litter and pollution, the proposed ordinance would encourage the 
use of reusable cups by adding a mandatory charge of twenty-five cents for single-use 
disposable cups at all food service businesses within the unincorporated County 
beginning in 2021. 
 
Background 
On August 6, 2019, the Board heard a presentation on options for reducing litter and 
pollution in Santa Cruz County and directed staff to draft an ordinance requiring a fee 
for single use disposable cups.  The proposed ordinance is consistent with the County's 
Zero Waste Plan and the Operational Plan's commitment to reduce plastic pollution. 
 
Analysis 
Santa Cruz County has always been a leader in environmental protection and pollution 
prevention.  The County has taken several steps to address the problem, including bans 
on plastic bags and styrofoam, requirements for all food service products to be 
recyclable or compostable, an aggressive campaign against illegal dumping, and more.  
Despite these efforts, litter from food service businesses continues to be prevalent in 
County streets and open spaces, and additional efforts are needed. 
 
There is ample evidence that modest charges for disposable products can help 
persuade consumers to embrace reusable options.  When the County implemented a 
charge for single-use shopping bags, a study by Save our Shores indicated that more 
than 90% of shoppers switched to reusable bags within the first month.  This behavior 
has continued in the years since and has now spread across California and beyond. 
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The City of Berkeley recently conducted a study of consumer choices about drinking 
vessels and potential measures to encourage the switch to reusable cups.  The study 
found that the lowest charge likely to result in a significant shift in behavior was twenty-
five cents.   It is worth noting that Berkeley also added an administrative fee on 
businesses to help cover the city's cost of overseeing the program, which appears will 
be added to Berkeley's business license fee. 
 
To address possible health and safety concerns, the proposed ordinance allows 
businesses to reject any refillable container that is dirty, damaged or otherwise 
unsuitable.  There are also provisions for requesting exemptions where needed. 
 
The initial ordinance would provide that all cup charges would remain with the individual 
merchant.  Public Works is studying the possibility of either collecting the funds for use 
by the County for litter prevention and cleanup efforts or directing that the funds be 
expended for similar purposes through other means.  Either step would require an 
election and approval by two-thirds of the voters, although a less specific revenue 
measure may require only 50% approval. 
 
The potential revenue from such a step is hard to determine, for two reasons. First, 
estimates of local cup usage are based on extrapolations from state and national 
numbers and may not be completely accurate. Secondly, it is difficult to estimate the 
rate at which local consumers will switch to reusable cups.  These uncertainties leave a 
wide range of potential revenue figures.  Our best estimate is that for consumers who 
continue to use disposable cups and pay the charge, the revenue could exceed over $1 
million per year.  It should be kept in mind that a program collecting funds from 
hundreds of local businesses would require cooperation with state authorities and 
necessitate significant County resources for tracking, auditing, enforcement, etc. 
 
County staff have been in contact with staff and elected officials at local cities in an 
effort to ensure a consistent landscape of local laws across the County. The Santa Cruz 
City Council is planning to consider in January an ordinance very similar to the County's 
proposed ordinance. The City of Watsonville recently adopted a similar measure, 
although it set the initial cup charge at 10 cents instead of the 25 cents recommended in 
the proposed ordinances for both the City and County of Santa Cruz. Discussions with 
the other local cities are ongoing. 
 
If the ordinance is approved by the Board, Public Works will conduct an extensive 
outreach and education campaign to provide local businesses with necessary 
information, assist with compliance and help to resolve any challenges. 
 
 

Strategic Plan Elements 
4. A, B, C (Sustainable Environment: Outdoor Experience, Natural Resources and Local 
Conservation) 
Litter and plastic reduction supports efforts to enhance outdoor experiences, protects 
natural resources, supports clean water and conservation, and reduces solid waste 
handling. 
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Submitted by: 

Matt Machado, Deputy CAO, Director of Public Works 

 

Recommended by: 
Carlos J. Palacios, County Administrative Officer 

 

Attachments: 

a Ordinance (Clean Copy) - Attachment A 
b Notice of Exemption 
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